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Part | Historic Context

A. Introduction

The expanding role of highways in our automobibeiented society makes increasing
demands upon the imagination ad abilities of the highway engineer and others concerned
with highway development. Landscape design principles, as presented and practiced by the
professional landscape architect, should be considered during all phases of the design
process. These landsgae design principles should include the very broad and inclusive
aspects of integrating the highway with its environment.

From A Guide for Highway Landscape and Environmental Desigimerican
Association of State Highway Officials, 1970.

The Texas highwagystem has long been hailed as a national leader in terms of both mileage and

road quality.Since the early 1930s, Texas has proudly featured its roadside parks and rest areas

as a focal point of its road system, serving both dag-day highway travelers ad tourists visiting

the d_one Star Stated The design, materials, and overarching philosophy behind the construction of

these resources were closely linked to prevailing state and national trends, both in park design and
highway designRoadside parks andest areas therefore occupy a distinctive place as resource

types, melding highway engineering with padtiented design and landscape architecturelhe

st udy «histoliceroadssléparks and rest areas provides a unique viewpoint from which to
llustrate and understand the evolution of the st:

During the Great Depression, naturalistic park design, ample availability of woekef labor, a
concerted push for highway beadtanhdcpt ¢ pl@er anidoao
1936 Texas Centennial coalesced in the construction of several hundred roadside parks around the
state. These parks typically featured the use of stone masonry or timber for built structures and

objects, executed in the Rustic style popularized in nabhal and state park construction of the

period. The Depressiorera parks were designed to blend with the surrounding landscape, providing

restful stops for leisurely picnics and relaxation.

Following World War Il, the Texas highway system experienceddgpowth,but lackedthe
inexpensivework-relief labor that had been available a decade earlief.exas Highway Department
(THD efforts after the war focused on rapid expansion of primary highways afarm-to-Market
roads, with little apparentinterest in new construction of roadside parks or other roadside
improvements according to THD literatureHowever,construction history indicatesa small number
of new parks were built in this period, as well asome reconstruction and replacement of prewar
parks. These postwar parks utilized newtandard plansand featured more modern designsA
notable exceptionto these trendswas the constructionof several parks along the Davis Mountains
Scenic Loop completing a prewar development plan that employed the Rustiesthetic.

The construction of the Interstate Highway system and other limitadcess freeways heralded the
next generation of respites along Texas roadsideBhe THD began construction ofafety rest areas
along its Interstate Hghways in the early 1960sbroadly adhering to national guidance for siting
and spacing of such resourcedn sharp contrast to the Depressio®ra roadside parks, designed



for slowypaced enjoyment of the travel experienceafety rest areas were designed to maximize
driver safetyand efficiency in terms of rest area layout and spacing between rest areds allow for
easy access to and from freeway lanes, the rest areas took on a more linear appearance in plan
than their roadside park antecedents and gained long exit and entry rampetween the freeway
and the rest area.Built features in the rest areasand their corresponding roadside park&ok on a
more modern appearance, reflecting broader architectural and design trend&ather than rustic
stone masonry, picnic table/bench setsvere built with smooth brick and concrete, while roofs were
often made of corrugated asbestos and framed with angular or tubular steel desigkéghile the
genesis of the roadside park is rooted in the Depressiama construction, it is the migcentury
designs that are the most iconic and ubiquitous markers of the roadside park movement.

¥

Figurel: Typical midcentury roadside park arbor with picnic table, Tyler District, Rusk Courit§-(
201-RP004). (Source: Mead & Hunt, Inc.)

While overall appearance of p& fixtures and landscaping remained very important to THD

designers and maintenance staff, theest areas were primarily intended to merely allow travelers a

brief stop-off or picnic before returning to the freewayBy the early 1970sthe T H D 0 s -usecbrestt

areas featured comfort stationia polite term for toilet facilitiegiand information boards
olnfobordso6 displaying tourist information and

After the flurry ofsafety rest area construction in the 1960s and early 1970sthe THD again shitd
focus as it completed its Interstate Highway prograrhlighway beautification received greater
emphasis, through activities such as wildflower plantings, litter pickup, and billboard removal.
terms of roadside stopoffs for travelers,the THD initiatel a building campaign for new tourist
information offices around the stateLike their Depressiorera predecessors, the tourist centers



were generally located at key entry points into Texd®oadside park and rest area work again
focused on maintenance andupkeep of existing parks.

By the 1990sthe Texas Department of TransportatioTkDOTrenamed fromthe THD) followed a
national trend of closing older roadside parks and rest areas, based on a perception that many
parks were in need of extensive maintemae and were public nuisancesThe agency instead
focused its efforts on developing a revisesafety rest area program focused on replacement of

older safety rest areas and construction of new facilities along Interstate Highways and other major
trunk highways.Location of the newsafety rest areas was based on evolving traffic patterns and
urban growth along maidy withheé het atrardaelsids pafie pa ¢ S
and it s safefyredtareasgottiie 1960s, Texas is receivingational attention for its new
safety rest areas, which feature large parking areas, exercise and playground equipment,
interpretive displays, and inventive regional designs, as well as the typical restroom facilities and
picnic tables.

Even given the recentrend of park closures, Texas retains a considerable number of histeaige

roadside parks and rest areasnearly 600 as of early 2013! These resources provide a highly
visible and tangible reminder of 1t hreeagitalat eds tr
function for driver safety and comfortHowever, they also pose a management challenge given their
continued use by travelers and Perhgpsindrcagiveoftren ge s
wide range in construction periods, intended fictions, and geographic placement of these

resources, various sources have used several different terms when describing thdm.avoid

confusion, the following definitions are used consistently through this document:

Roadside parkd Roadside area designate as a stopping place for motoris  ugererally
constructed between the early 1930s andnid-1970s prior to Interstate Highway system

development.Roadside parks are typified by:
1 More than 0.5 acre in size; typically 1 to 2 acres
1 Established on additiomal right-of-way beyond typical roadway rigiutf-way
1 Distinct drive or entryway into the facility from the roadway
1 Picnic facilities
1

No restroom facilities

1 Number of roadsde parks and rest areas extrapolated from database information, provided to Mead &
Hunt, Inc. from TxDOT Environmental Affairs Division and TxDOT Maintenance Division, April 2013.



Figure2: Entranceto Roadside Park on Highway &ast of Mexia, Limestone County, ¢.1936.
(Source:TxDOT Photo Library, Austin, TexXas

Safety rest areaand rest aread These terms are commonly used interchangeably for areas
designated as a stopping place fomo t o rusesdersei@lly built along Interstate Highways or other
limited-access freeways fom the late 1950s to the present.Safetyrest areas are typified by:

Entry/exit via ramps to freeway lanes
Usually 2 to 4 acres in size

Comfort station as a central built feature
Picnic arbors with table/bench sets

= =4 =4 =4 =4

Separate car and truck parking

Figure3: IH 35 safety rest area with comfort station, Williamson County, in 1967 (nonextant).
(Source:Texas Highway3



Turnoutd Indistinct small area for motorist§ s aestopping place, generally established in the
1930s and the 1940s. Turnouts are typifiel by:

1 Lessthan 0.5 acre in size
7 No picnic facilities generally

71 Paved or graveled area directly adjacent to roadway, without a distinct drive or entry
into the facility

71 Located within the typical roadway righif-way

 Often accompanied by a historic marker

S
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Figure4: Turnout onState Highway(SH)5 (now US 287)west of Wichita Falls, ¢.1936
(Source: TxDOT Photo Library, Austin, Texas)

Scenic overlookd General term for a roadside park or turnout constructed in response to
exceptional natural scenery or ews visible from the overlook.




Figure5: lllustration of a scenic overloolkn US 90 at the Pecos River in Val Verde Coumdgte not
identified. (Source: American Highways and Roadsides, 1938, plate, nonpaginated, three pages after
58.)

Picnic areaor picnic unitd Usually refers to the portion(s) of a roadside park eafety rest area with
picnic arbors and table/bench setsThe termis also used by TxDOT to describe rest agealong
Interstate or imited-access freeways that daot have comfort statiors.

(Source: TxDOT Photo Library, Austin, Texas)

Comfort stationd Building with restroom facilities asafety rest areas.

Travel centerd Term now used by TxDOT fsafety rest areas constructed from late 1990s to the

present with much larger size and wide range of amenities such as: architecturally unique building
housing restrooms, travel information kiosk, and vending area; exercise areas or paths; playground
equipment; picnic facilities; designated dogvalking area; and separated parking areas for cars and
trucks. TXx DOT wuses the ter safetyestar @waedl | md retrerh@ nagred bd y
facilities.

Travel information cente® Building constructed at key enfr points to the state, specifically for
travelers to receive maps, brochures, and other visitor informatiofitavel information centers are
staffed during daytime hours by TxDOT employe®&scnic tables and parlike areas are present at
some travel infornation centers.Travel information centers were preceded in the 1930s by small



anformationst at i ons dé c on st Anewyeaalation gf centbrewerk EoDstructed in the
1960s and 1970s atoulisthue re@ ulsmowmtad dteame.i vi ng t he
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B. Setting the Stage for Roadside Parks 1860s d 1930

In the late nineteenth and earlytwentieth centuries a combination of trends, such as appreciation
of nationally significant natural areas and provision of pleasure grounds for urban dwedler
coalesced into the idea of picturesque design of landscaped placéghis period also witnessed the
rise of the Good Roads movement, the influence of the bicycle, and an increasing desire to travel
within the United States via automobiledDecades laterthese trends eventuallywould coalesce
with the design andconstruction of roadside parks and rest areas.

1. The Idea of the Park

The park movement on the national level began as an instrument to protect sites of important

natural significance.Yellowstore National Park was designated in 1872 at the federal level and is

widely held to be the first national park inthe worldT he i dea was to all ow t hi
relatively untouche@t ol er at i ng nat ueWhilethe nextrofficialnabaad mark was k e . 0
not designated until 1889, state and local governments were finding their own natural areas to

name as state parks.The first state to do this was New York, designating Niagara Falls as a state

park in 1885.4 The national parks, limited prirarily to natural landscapes, were all in the western

part of the United States and were administered by the Department of the Interidfistoric sites,

such as battlefields, were first established in 1890 but were maintained as National Military Parks

under the War Department. The Antiquities Act, passed at the federal level in 1906, gave the

President authority to establistadditional national park lands? Due to this law, the numbers of

2 James Wright SteelyRarks for Texas: Enduring Landscapes of the New DéAlstin, Texas: University
of Texas Press, 1999), 2; "Kotor, Srebarna and Yellowstone are Withdrawn from the List of World Heritage in
Danger,"UNESC®ress Release, 5 July 200%ttp://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php -
URL_1D=13284&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=20Xddodssed 12 August 2013).

3 John A. JakleThe Tourist: Travel in Twentiet@entury North AmericgLincoln, Neb.: University of
Nebraska Press1985), 68.

40 Ameri cads Ol diegarh FastState RarkPar k, 6
http://www.niagarafallsstatepark.com/AmericasOldestState-Park.aspx(accessed 13 August 2013).

5 Thefirst National Park on the east coast was not designated until 1916 and was located in Mails®e
ONational Park System Areas Listed in Q8 NatonalPakgi c al
Service http://www.nps.gov/applications/budget2/documents/chronop.pdf (accessed 12 August 2013).

60Nati onal Park System Areas Listed in Tkeonynol ogi
other nationally designated gea type was the reservation, which was used to designate prehistoric and
cultural areas, such as the Casa Grande Ruins in New Mexico, and areas with mineral springs, including the
Hot Springs Reservation and the Sulphur Springs Reservati&ee also Natimal Park System websites
http://www.nps.gov/cagr/historyculture/index.htm and http://www.nps.gov/chic/historyculture/mineral-
spring-parks.htm.

"70American Antiquiti esg 38dNsgtianalfParkiSerdice (16 USC 431
http://www.nps.gov/history/localdaw/anti1906.htm (accessed 13 August 2013).
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national parks, monuments, and reservation lands grew substantiallyhe National Park Service
Organic Act was enacted in 1916;reating the National Park Service (NPSyhich provided a
mechanism for supervising and maintaining all national parks, monuments, and reservaticnt
the national level, parks were thought adis wide open spaces and nationally important,
oOexceptional 6 examples of nature.

The designs put forth at the federal level for amenities inside national parks reflected the idea of

these parks as exceptional examples of naturéd primary proponent of thelesigned landscape

that blended into the parksd® nat Doawhi hgabadapt a
ideas and practices of the English designers [of landscape gardens] to the American landscape and
fostered a strong awareness and appreciatioof a native landscape that was inherently sublime

and pi c taCombfmiggilre idéa of the park areas as exemplary examples of nature with the

desire to experience these areas first hand, the manmade or malesigned features of thearea
alsohadtokre oO0i nherently subTheseahdapucéesresquedeéd
open meadows, winding paths, picturesque rockwork,su i ¢ br i dges, @aBaildingsvo o de
utilized Ounpeel,@dwhiogs apdobirdedlestBrmmde and sea
c ont e mp:l SHruciuresweré designed to be beautiful and blend into their environs, but also

needed to be functional Rockwork, utilizing native stone, could be used in the construction of all

types of park structures, and could be shapednal molded into the aesthetic needed to match the
surrounding landscape.

806 USC81-Service Created; Di Legalbformation Dstitate Corn&@llimp | oy ee s,
University Law Schoohttp://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/16/1 (accessed 9 September 2013).
Battlefields were added to the National Park System when the War Department was reorganized in the
1930s.
9 Steely, 7.
10 Linda Flint McClellandPresenting Nature: The Historic Landscape Design of the National Park
Service, 1916 to 1942 (Washington, D.C.: Natimal Park Service, 1993), 11.

11 McClelland,Presenting Nature 12.
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Figure7: Old Faithful Inn at Yellowstone National Park, northwest entran€@riginally built in 1904
in the rustic design style(Source:Library of Congres}p

The late nineteenth entury saw the establishment of parks in urban areas to provide landscaped

pl aces to 0escape GentrahParkip MewiYdrksCitywhich opemed ind873 after

more thana decade of design and construction, is a prime exampM!/hile the stde provided the

means for New York City to take land under the right of eminent domain, Central Park itself was

created, designed, and maintained at the local lev&t.Park historian Galen Cranz noted that, for

ur ban par ks, o0t he nodasdibhwer f chack gnahe éncromehseneohtiieo r s e
city rather than as 13&rederelalbvwQInestedy hoted lndscapea arclitect t s e |
and designer of Central Park, introduced the idea of picturesque design for landscaped plades.

was amiddle ground between wilderness and the highly circumscribed gardens of European royalty

and elite 4 The prototype for these landscaped places from the earlier part of the century was the

2El i zabeth Blackmar andYdRwry QRomelnetwei Gui deditsd oMew
Park, http://www.centralpark.com/guide/history.html (accessed 12 August 2013).

13 Galen CranzThe Politics of Park Design: A History of Urban Parks in Ame(iCambridge, Mass.: The
MIT Press, 1982), 5.

14 Cranz, 24.
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designed rural or garden cemeters. These open spaces provided lo¢@ns where all sortsof
recreation could take place bwll types and classes of peoplddowever, such designed pleasure
grounds as Central Park were originally limited to urban areas where they couldibed by large
numbers of people.

In Texas the first sites that would eventually become state parkaere establishedin the 1880s

with the purchase of the Alamo and land near the Battle of San Jacintthnese locations were

already known as tourist attractions in the 1880s and 1890s, and the S30anniversary of the
establishment of the Republic of Texas gave impetus for the state government to purchase the
landHowever, while these early oOparkso6 received
outside groups.Further land purchases into the early 1900s wermade, again for sites connected

to the Republic of TexasdDue to the limited scope of sites important to Texas history, the early state
parks were all located in the eastern part of the stat@hese early parks were generally used as

picnic sites and forcommunity events such as camp meetings and political gathering$heywere

not intended for camping or recreational use and offered only limited amenities

By 1920 Texas had a number of state parks, most of which were historic in nature, but no overall

state park system:¢ Texas also had no national parks within its bordersThe 1921 Des Moines

State Park Conference was the impetus behind the creation of the Texas State Park Board in 1923

as the number of proponents for a park system increasedGovernorPat Morris Neff was an eager
promoter of state parks aswellasautb our i sm, and oprompted | egi sl a
see Texas firstd and to pr omefhe Taxas Gtatée RarkBdaryl, d e v e
headed by goodoads advocateDavid Edward Colp and supported by Governor Neff, advocated

of tafcrye 6 smal | parksd and 6beauty spotsd6 as Owa)
number of donations of land for this purpose: However, a group of state legislators and citizens
championed devel opment of | arger odestinationé

spaced around the stateThis group was influenced by the national movement for large tourist
oriented parks in scenic areas, an idea championed by the Natior@nference on State Parks and

BAnn E. Chapman, ONi neteent h Ce mtMAConselvatiennAds i n Am
Di scover Our Shared Heritage Travel ltinerary, 6 Nat
http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/massachusetts_conservation/Nineteenth _Century Trends_in_%20American_
Conservation.htmkaccessed 9 September 2013).

16 Steely, 12.

17 Sharon M.Toney,The Texas State Parks System: An Administrative History, 19P%B4 , Dissertaion:
Texas Tech University, 1995, 1.24.

18 Steely, 5.

19 The first national park in Texas was Big Bend National Park, authorized in 1935; see
http://www.nps.gov/applications/budget2/documents/chronop.pdf.

20 Toney, 1214.
21 Toney, 20.
22 Steely, 7.
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the NPS. As a compromise between these two schools of thought, the legislature designated 23

smal | 0st at e,apwel ds a compgromiselpPoposal for the development of the Davis
Mountains State Park Highwaylhisprg e ct pr o p o snélelscenialoop ia thegnotnyains

west of Fort Davis upon donated righif-w a y3 Hdwever, work on the project did not begin until

after the start of the Great Depression4 The 23 designated state parks were not given any money

fori nfrastructure i mprovements, so Texadms parks
contrast, Texasds premier urban parks of the ea
San Antonio and Hermann Park in Houston, were designed in the €l tradition of landscaped

grounds and recreational areasBecause of the lack of amenities in state parks, travelers had to

avail themselves of commercial aut@amps and motels for amenitiess By 1924 Texas had 174 of

these autocamps2s Many cities andtowns established campgrounds for automobile tourists and

itinerant travelers, usually on the outskirts of their communities.

Figure8: An example of an auto camp near Dania, Florida, in 1937.
(Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Onl@etalog)

23 Steely, 7.
220 TWPD Par k: Davi s Nexasfdrks and 8/ildifet at e Par k, 6
http://www.texascccparks.org/parks/davis-mountains/ (accessed 9 September 2013).

%50To Love the Beauti ful : TéxdaseStat LioraryyandoAfchivEseCoransissi@t at e
https://www.tsl.state.tx.us/exhibits/parks/index.html (accessed 12 September 2013).

26 Belasco, Warren JamesAmericas on the Road: From Autocamp to Motel, 191®1945. Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1979, 71.
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